BACK TO THE LEARNING PROCESS

again. Very little practice brings hmt quickly to bis former
skill, and beyond* Most probably this is because the neurone
connections involved are on a comparatively low level,
and not so far removed from instincts and reflexes as are
those concerned in recalling a poem or a series of facts or
an argument. Indeed, some of them, as those involved in
swimming, were perchance once innate.

Though less likely, it is, however, possible that the greater
permanence of skill is due to the greater amount of over-
learning. In a poem, a new verse is a new verse, and can
be learned without deepening the memory of the earlier
verses. A new part of a skilled action, however, usually
demands for its practice or for its very existence that earlier
and simpler movements be repeated and thereby made more
certain. I cannot practise tossing three balls in the air
without practising tossing up one ball. I cannot learn
to rattle off -tion or -able, on the typewriter without practising
striking t or a, or without practising moving the spacer or
the line changer. And so certain fundamental motions
get a tremendous amount of practice beyond their immediate
needs, and may form the scaffolding which persists so
obstinately in the face of neglect.

" Plateaux " are flat places in the curve of improvement,
periods during which little or no advance is made, though
practice be continued with unflagging perseverance ; after
which there is again improvement, as though paths in the
brain were gradually perfected, and then suddenly thrown
open : as though canals were being dug, into which after
much weary spade work the water rushes and communi-
cation is established.

In part such plateaux may be due to the nature of the
task, which requires in the first place certain sample acts
which are learned rapidly, but then have to be practised a
considerable time before the next stage of combining them
into complex acts can be attacked. Thus in reading tele-
graphic dots and dashes, the separate letters have to be
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